Is preceptorship valuable?
Preceptorship programmes for newly-qualified practitioners have been advocated by the UKCC (1999), therefore a preceptorship programme for midwives was introduced in Oxfordshire in 2000. The programme consisted of a three-month placement in a delivery suite (DS) and a three-month placement in an antenatal/postnatal ward environment. In 2001, it was decided to offer newly-registered midwives the opportunity to work in a community setting, rotating between DS and community on a fortnightly basis. To ascertain whether a community placement in a preceptorship programme provided the right balance between consolidation of skills and confidence, a research project was undertaken. This took the form of semi-structured interviews carried out before and after the completion of the amended programme. The project was conducted over a one-year period by the midwifery practice development team. A professional transcriber interpreted the interviews and the data was analysed by an independent reviewer. The research sample consisted of ten newly-qualified midwives and four preceptors. Findings identified that midwives valued and desired a period of initial support to consolidate their skills and knowledge, which helped to increase their confidence in their abilities regardless of the placement setting. Interestingly, midwives who had opted for a community placement continued to view childbirth as a normal life event, whereas hospital-based preceptees found their philosophy of care had changed at the end of the six-month programme. However, the midwives who had opted for a community placement found the fortnightly rotation too fragmented. The preceptorship programme also had a positive influence on retention rates, which may have been as a result of the midwives feeling more supported. In response to the findings of this research project, it was concluded that the community placement needed to be altered to a three-month placement, but should still be available to newly-qualified midwives as a placement option.